How the major forces of Covid-19 and
Brexit are forever changing the way we
shop
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The pandemic has rapidly accelerated a move towards online shopping

When shoppers do venture back to city centres and shopping
centres later this year, things are going to look and feel very
different.
The Covid-19 pandemic has rapidly accelerated a move towards
online shopping and any high street brand that was already
flailing will have disappeared from Irish towns and cities, bringing
with them the loss of thousands of Irish jobs.
Many of the absences will be British brands including the eleven
Debenhams department stores on shopping streets from Dublin

and Cork to Newbridge, Galway, Limerick, Tralee and Waterford.
Other stores that will be gone include Topshop, Topman, Dorothy
Perkins, Wallis and Miss Selfridge.
Nearly all of these brands have now been gobbled up by two
dominant British retail giants - ASOS and Boohoo. But with all the
red tape and delays around online shopping post-Brexit, will Irish
consumers follow those brands to these websites to get their fast
fashion? Or could there be a shift change towards something
different?
"People are saying: 'Is the high street dead?’ And I don’t think it’s
going to be dead, but it's going to have to go through a period of
rebirth," says stylist and fashion presenter Irene O’Brien.
"I think it's completely devastating that all those staff are losing
their jobs in the bricks and mortar stores, and not only the people
that are working in those stores, but there’s lots of jobs around
those stores as well.
"I couldn’t help over the last few days doing a mental walk down
Grafton Street and a mental walk down Henry Street and in Cork
and think of all the places that are empty and it really struck me
that there’s going to be big gaping holes when things re-open."

What’s the deal? ASOS and Booho
Britain’s biggest online fashion retailers have had a busy start to
the new year, swooping in to feast on the remnants of multiple
collapsed UK high street brands.
Boohoo which only started life in 2006, has acquired the grand
dame of British shopping, Debenhams, for £55 million sterling.
However, the deal does not include any of the chain’s 124 British
stores and puts 12,000 British jobs on the line. This is on top of
the 1,000 jobs already lost in Ireland when the company went
into liquidation here in April of last year, leading to a protracted
battle over redundancy payments to staff.
Earlier this month, ASOS splashed £330m on a number of
brands including Topshop, Topman, Miss Selfridge and HIIT from
the Arcadia group which it said would "resonate" with its youthful
customer base.

However, the deal which was completed this week, does not
include the 70 retail stores associated with these brands and puts
another 2,500 jobs at risk in the UK and almost 500 in Ireland.
Approximately 300 employees working in design, buying and
retail partnerships will transfer to ASOS, but they are the only
jobs to be saved.
Boohoo is now eyeing up some of the other Arcadia leftovers,
including Dorothy Perkins, Wallace and Burton.
Both digital giants were already growing at a strong rate before
the Covid-19 pandemic struck. ASOS quadrupled its profit in the
2019-2020 financial year whilst Boohoo posted a 51% jump in
first half profit, despite negative publicity over its supply chain.

Neither will have to carry the physical costs of the bricks and
mortar stores that have been a fixture on shopping streets for

decades.
"They went for a song," says Gerry Light, General Secretary with
the trade union Mandate.
"From Arcadia and Debenhams alone, there are 1,500 good retail
jobs gone in Ireland, and we’re nowhere near the end of this
crisis."
Accelerating a trend
The Covid-19 pandemic has brought many changes, but the
push towards online shopping isn’t new.
"There was always going to be a move to online. It was inevitable
it was going to happen, but what was expected to take five years,
has really taken five or six months," says Duncan Graham,
Managing Director at Retail Excellence.
"When you actually look at the anniversary of this pandemic by
March, many non-essential retailers will have been shut for half
the year. The only option for many of them has been to develop
an e-commerce site."
Irene O’Brien agrees: "The pandemic didn’t cause this
necessarily, it kind of accelerated what was happening. I think the
offering online has been reshaping for some time and the Covid
restrictions brought some people to a new way of shopping, that
they probably wouldn’t have ever engaged in before. There were

a lot of people who just really weren’t into online shopping, so I
suppose the online world has been opened up."

Stylist and fashion presenter Irene O'Brien

Nevertheless, she predicts online shopping will become an
increasingly competitive space, and just having a presence there
now, does not mean a business will survive once things open up
again.
Traditionally 70% of online shopping in Ireland has been shipped
in from outside of the State, particularly from the UK through sites
like Amazon, but there are many signs that this is changing.
In the run up to Christmas, An Post noted a large increase in
parcel deliveries from Irish online retailers, whilst websites and
like the online marketplace 'Shop in Ireland' allowed smaller
retailers to show their wares to a wider audience.

During 2020, over 300 Irish retailers received close to €10m in
funding under the Online Retail Scheme run by Enterprise Ireland
for the Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation. It
targets retailers who already have both a physical store and an
online presence, and two further rounds of funding totalling €10m
are expected to be announced in the coming months.
The Brexit Factor
Earlier this month, the UK’s fashion and textile industry wrote an
open letter to British Prime Minister Boris Johnson warning that it
was facing "decimation" over the red tape thrown up by Brexit.
It remains to be seen whether Irish consumers will still be willing
to do their online shopping through British based websites, if the
push to buy Irish and help local businesses continues to gain
traction.
Since January, some consumers have already been turning to
German .de or French .fr sites to ensure that they are not hit with
any hidden charges, although delays can still result if goods have
to travel via the UK land bridge.
Web giant Amazon is also reported to be considering opening its
first fulfilment centre in Ireland, which could enable faster parcel
delivery and more online choice here.

This month alone, the European Consumer Centre in Ireland
received over 400 complaints, half of which related to UK
retailers. Of those complaints, approximately 100 related to
Brexit.
Many consumers were surprised to be hit with taxes and charges
that in some cases they were not expecting. Revenue has now
warned Irish consumers that: "buying goods from the UK
(excluding Northern Ireland) may have certain duties such as
VAT, Customs Duty and Excise Duty."
As a general rule, if the value of the goods is less than €22, a
consumer will not have to pay, but anything over this amount
should incur VAT at 21%. If what you are purchasing is worth
more than €150, then you may be faced with further customs
duties.

ASOS has already got around this issue by fulfilling Irish orders
from a base in the EU, whilst Boohoo says they will front the
costs themselves.
In cases where this does not happen though, delivery companies
such as An Post or DPD may charge you before you can take
receipt of your parcel.
A spokeswoman for the European Consumer Centre said it is
important that consumers do their own research: "As a general
rule, in order to make an informed decision and minimise the risk
of incurring charges in addition to the product price and standard
delivery fee, we advise Irish consumers shopping on UK and any
other non-EU shopping platforms and websites to thoroughly
research who the seller of a particular product is and where it is
shipped from."
It is this kind of research that Irene O’Brien believes could make
consumers think harder about where their goods are coming from
and how they are supplied.
"We’re going to become really aware of where something is
shipping from, which means people will think more about where
they’re buying from too," she says.
Boohoo, for example saw its share price dive in September last
year after a damning report uncovered evidence of poor working
practices in the company’s supply chain.

Dr Dee Duffy, Programme Chair of the Masters in Fashion Buying
and Management at DIT believes people will only shop from
these UK websites, if there are no Brexit delays: "The consumers
of fast fashion, I don’t know if they’re emotionally invested in the
brand.
"I think they appreciate the channel so they might like the
channel of ASOS because it's getting it fast, cheap and
convenient. So, what they pick up on that channel, I don’t think
they care as much versus getting it for Saturday night."
An end to fast fashion?
Brands like Debenhams and the Arcadia group run by the former
"king of the high street" Philip Green, who was already
associated with the failure of the BHS department store, had
been under pressure for years, before the pandemic struck to
seal their fate.
"They were flailing brands to begin with," says Dr Duffy, who
points out that Ireland’s love affair with British retail outlets has
really only been around for two decades.
"It’s a short history in a sense. Topshop only came to Jervis
Street in the mid 1990s and I remember it being a big deal that
we didn’t need to commute up to Belfast to get some sort of
fashionable clothing."
Irene O’Brien agrees: "The Topshop, the Miss Selfridge, they
were just things we read in UK magazines, Smash Hits or Just

17, so when they arrived, there was so much excitement at
having them here.
"But now they’re in every capital city, it's become somewhat
homogenised and I know certainly the things that excite me as a
shopper and a stylist, it’s the independent stores, it’s the markets,
it’s the boutiques, the up-and-coming or established artists and
designers."

Neither believes the recent changes will spell an end to so-called
"fast fashion" with brands like Penneys and European clothing
companies including Zara and H&M expected to remain on Irish
shopping streets.

However, the last decade has seen the emergence of a more
ethical consumer who cares about the environment and supply
chains.
"There is a move towards brands that people want to be seen it,"
says Dr Duffy.
"Brands that represent who they are. The emerging Gen Z
consumer is looking for meaning and ethical brands and truth.
"People want to support brands that they believe in and can trust
from the director, right down to what they’re putting on their back.
There’s more awareness of a supply chain, people wanting to
understand where that product or brand came from."
The "bricks and mortar" experience?
Retail in Ireland has had an extremely bruising year. Estimates
as to how many retail jobs will have been lost as a result of the
Covid-19 pandemic are hard to quantify but range from 50,000 to
100,000.
Retail Ireland estimates that of the 280,000 people employed in
the sector across Ireland, up to 100,000 have claimed the PUP
for a period of time, in the last year.
Food, suburban coffee shops and homewares have hung in
there, but clothing and fashion has been hardest hit.

"Clothing has been perhaps the worst area impacted throughout
the whole pandemic," says Duncan Graham, who has plenty of
experience of the importance of in-person shopping, having
worked at Brown Thomas in Dublin, as well as spending 13 years
with British retail giant M&S.

"We saw a bit of bounce back in the summer last year and of
course when we opened up in December, we saw the queues
outside Penneys, for example. So, we’ve seen quite a significant
resurgence and I think that reflects both the amount of money
that’s been squirrelled away and saved during the lockdown
periods and the fact that as Irish consumers, we haven’t fallen
out of love with bricks and mortar retail."
He believes "customer care" and making people feel safe will be
the primary drivers bringing people back into stores when they
feel confident to do so.

What now for the future?
"We need to wake up and look at the future before it’s too late,"
says Gerry Light from Mandate, who says the Government needs
to help the retail sector get "fit and able" for the recovery.

He believes that with less choice on high streets, many people
may continue the trend of shopping online, to the detriment of
retail jobs.
Others are more optimistic.
"We shop will all our senses." says Duncan Graham. "We don’t
just shop with our eyes. We smell things, we want to touch
fabrics and things like that, so that’s what will lead us back into
shops in the medium term."
He envisages a hybrid model where people might come into
towns and cities to socialise and browse for fashion and other
goods that they might purchase in store, or later on their mobile
phones.
"I think bricks and mortar is not gone, but it’s more about
complementing the online channels," says Dr Dee Duffy, who
believes that physical shops are now likely to act as showrooms
for what people can buy online.
"We don’t need stores full of stock, but there is potential there for
experiential spaces."

She says Dunnes Stores is an example of an Irish brand that has
been subtly and quietly moving with the times in this way.
"If you look at the lay out of their store. It used to be stock them
high, move many units fast.
"They’ve been gradually moving… creating enjoyable spaces
where their clothing is showcased in well organised spaces, and
they've given a lot of floor space to a cafe, say in the centre…
because they know the consumer now wants to browse, be
inspired, sit down, have a coffee, turn on their phone and
purchase what they want."
Next month, the Minister of State for Retail Business, Damien
English says his department will start planning for the future of
Irish retail, after the pandemic.

A spokesperson said this would be done through a "town centre
first model" aimed at creating a better environment there. He said
this would focus on "the bricks and the clicks" and all sectors
operating on high streets across Ireland, are expected to be
consulted about how they see their future.
Irene O’Brien says she is counting the days until she can go
shopping again.
"It’s been a while since the heady days of the Saturdays where
everyone gathered in town, and it was that kind of socialisation
and shopping together, but there could be an opportunity for that
again."
She admits this could take time, but adds: "Let’s face it, we’re all
bursting to get out again. So, when we get out, when we’re
allowed out, I’m not going to sit here scrolling.
"I think the online experience is completely different to going to a
shop, and I think that’s something people have come to value
more in recent times.
"There’s kind of a human element and the engagement and the
social aspect. People will 100% want to go shopping again."

